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Lewis HineLeberman:
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B. SUSANNA LEBERMAN
Lewis Hine contributed significantly to the interpretation of America’s
early twentieth century industrialization. His influential photographs continue
to shape the way that historians view and study American industrialization.
Although he contributed a great deal to the imagery of this time in America’s
growth he died, virtually penniless and alone, in obscurity. Hine’s photo
graphs today, many of which are stored in the Library of Congress, are
national treasures, and this unique photographic collection of people at work
and play is a legacy yet to be fully explored. The pictures, along with a vast
body of reports from his field investigations, articles, and other material
reflect all the best that pre-World War I progressive social reform had to
offer. Despite his rising popularity and acclaim of his work, many still do
not recognize its full impact. Nor do they see how it reflected a consistent
moral vision and engaged some of the central ethical and political issues
posed by progressive reform in the United States between 1890 and 1940.'
To have a deeper awareness and richer understanding of this priceless legacy
it is necessary to place Hine in the social movement with which he was
affiliated, to be conscious of the consistent characteristics molding the pro
gressive reform movement, and to be aware of existing historical debate
that directly affects the treatment of progressivism in both the classroom
and in the public’s understanding.

The Progressives
Mark Twain labeled the era between the end of Congressional Recon
struction in the 1870’s South until the early stages of Progressivism in 1900
as “The Gilded Age.” The word “gild” literally means to cover a baser
substance with gold. Twain used it to symbolize how outwardly prosperous
American society seemed, while at the core it was deceptively degenerate.
Today, this term conveys a vision of a corrupt and decaying system. It was
an era in which the most recognizable caricatures are those of fat, dirty
businessmen, competing in a two party political system of Republicans and
Democrats, all feasting on government favors, voting fraud, and gain through
public subsidies. The total image is that of “glittering materialism.” Many
different reform groups - the Knights of Labor, prohibitionists, farmers, and
populist reformers - all sought to bring about change, and all failed. Out of
this Gilded Age climate sprang the seeds of progressivism.2
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With the Huntsville
twentieth Historical
century came
a new
group
of1,reformers
known as
the Progressives. Reform activists from all different social classes adopted
the new adjective “progressive.” Encompassing journalist “muckrakers,”
social workers, enlightened business men, and child welfare and labor re
formers, as well as issue-oriented political activists, the reform fervor helped
transform American public opinion as well as public policy in the years
before the First World War.3 The progressive spirit moved through society
escalating in popularity, even spreading into national politics when Theodore
Roosevelt introduced progressive sentiment in his 1901-1909 presidential
terms. He fought for a wide variety of causes from environmental reform

Wealth and Poverty: Contrasting Views o f the G ilded Age
to women’s rights.4 Like the multi-faceted President Roosevelt, progressivism appealed to a wide variety of people. Citizens joined the reform
movement in the hopes of reordering and righting the corrupt elements that
had plagued American society during the Gilded Age. Progressive zeal
spread to Democrats and Republicans, as both parties eventually claimed
ties to progressivism.
Striving for political change, the reformers paired rhetoric with what
Richard Hofstadter has called “the business of exposure.” Lewis Hine’s
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol29/iss1/4
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as Hine worked with
child labor reformers, exhibiting his photographs in conferences designed
to raise public awareness. As the progressives created a definite pattern of
exposure to gain publicity, they also spoke with a specific rhetoric. Working
for governmental change, many progressive legislators, such as Wisconsin
legislator Thomas J. Mahon, structured their political speeches to focus on
human needs and social inequality. In his 1911 speech, “Labor Reform as
Human Conservation,” Mahon urged industrial leaders to shift their focus
from gaining high profits to conserving human well being:

Why not conserve ourselves? If conservation of forest and water
power and minerals, if conservation of property, is good, why not
tackle the question of the conservation of human life? Isn’t it of
greater importance, doesn’t it go to the happiness of the home and
through that to the well-being and prosperity of the nation?
A great human movement is sweeping through the world. It is finding
expression even in our legislative bodies. We have felt that the
time has come when we must pause for a moment on our commercial
and industrial strife and consider the welfare of human beings.5
Through speeches and what might be termed “propaganda” in later age
many progressives, including Hine, forced Americans to reexamine their
social and political values. Diversification of the population brought about
by immigration, the rise of a strong consumer culture, and the move to an
industrial economy all came together to create a fertile environment for
change. Many Americans embraced this social movement and rallied
behind activist leaders in the hopes of making lasting political changes that
would better the lives of people struggling under the system.6 In spite of
the movement’s widespread popularity and appeal, historians remain
engaged in a continuous debate over the true nature, goals, and motivations
of the progressive movement. This has been caused by the very diversification
that helped progressivism become a mass movement.

Consistent Characteristics
Scholars continue to debate the positive and negative aspects of pro
gressive reform, citing various opinions in regard to the effectiveness and
integrity of the movement. Though there are numerous debatable issues,
there remain basic commonalities that historians have identified and can
agree upon. These consistent commonalities provide a measure of continuity
for discussions of the era.
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One main progressive characteristic is a definite set of attitudes con
cerning industrialism. By the 1900s, big business and large-scale industry
were permanent features of American life. Most citizens, including the
progressives, generally accepted their permanence. Progressives did not
seek to abolish industry, but instead sought to improve the conditions of
industrial life. While they accepted industry, they loathed the results of the
industrial revolution on American life. Therefore, a “powerful irony lay at
the heart of progressivism: reforms that gained vitality from a people angry
with industrialism ended up by assisting them to accommodate it.”7
Another characteristic of Progressivism is a basic optimism about
people’s ability to change their environment. The reformers assumed
that human action could and would produce an improved and safer
lifestyle for the “victims” of industry. Progressive reforms reflected
this mindset, creating a doctrine of intervention. Directing people’s so
cial and economic affairs to bring about desired reforms intended to
improve industrial life is the basic model of “Progressive Intervention
ism.” Progressive interventionists employed two basic methodologies
in their campaign for human betterment: evangelical Protestantism and
the sciences.8
Many progressives were motivated by a Christian duty to “purge the
world of sin” and right the wrongs of industrialism. The spirit of generosity
or a spirit of intolerance could motivate Protestant reforms. Protestants are
also criticized for creating reforms that manipulate people into the Protestant
social order. This has also been a focal point for critics. Questioning reform
as an agent of social control, revisionists speculate how progressivism nega
tively affected society by creating an environment that favored whites. Thus,
some progressive reform helped to create an environment favorable for the
development of racism, and the exclusion of immigrants.
Those reformers who were not driven by “Protestant revivalism” found
common cause with the newly emerging social sciences. Social scientists
relied on expertise and the scientific method of compiling data. The social
scientist shared the interventionist attitude but relied on trained profession
als to gather information that would aid them in making expert recommen
dations to the government. These reformers expected the government to
implement the needed changes based on their advice. Although Protestant
and social science-based methods for reform differed, they both worked to
raise public support for change, making people aware of the injustices and
poverty under which many of their fellow citizens were suffering. The re
sult was the first massive nation wide reform movement - Progressivism.9

The Historians Debate
In recent times there have been several historical debates concerning
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol29/iss1/4
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the Progressive Era and the nature of progressivism. One interesting criticism
is over the word itself. Richard McCormick of Rutgers University has stated,
“ There is a malaise among historians about the concept of progressivism
and a growing urge to avoid the word itself whenever possible.” 10 He offers
three explanations for this trend.
First, progressives themselves shaped the connotations attached to the
word “progressive.” It had casually been used to describe someone who is
“good” or “enlightened.” Historians are uncomfortable with this because
they want to use analytical and impartial words that do not carry a moral
judgment. Second, many historians are dissatisfied because they are dis
illusioned with the twentieth century liberal reform. They find its rhetoric
insincere and its reforms failures. This use of “liberal reform” refers to the
academic tradition of liberalism, not the modern sense of liberals and conser
vatives. The third explanation has its origins in the complexity of twentieth
century reform. Because it was so invasive of all society, the social
progressive movement was so popular and diverse it had no coherence or
unity, making it difficult to pinpoint a principal infrastructure, key leaders,
a central approach, or a specific organization.
However problematic the term and concept of “progressivism,” it is
deep-rooted in the history and language of the era. For this reason
McCormick stresses that the term cannot be abandoned, and it has experi
enced a revival. He sees this as a chance to regain respect for the early
twentieth century reformers, to “see why their rhetoric and true goals some
times clashed; to understand why they sometimes failed to achieve their
purposes; and to grasp how they, like liberals ever since, often were con
fused over whether the United States was, in the final analysis, a harmoni
ous society or a divided one.” 11
Before World War II, there was little criticism of the progressive
reform movement. Instead of renouncing the word and what it signified,
many historians embraced it, following the tradition of Charles Beard and
his “Progressive School” of history, which held that the progressive
reformers had actively opposed big business and corrupt industrialists. It
emphasized that progressives wanted to strengthen the system from within
through legislation, not to destroy it. Most school textbooks between 1930
and 1960 maintained this view.
From the 1940s until the 1960s, many historians who came out of the
turbulent World War II years scorned progressivism. They held that pro
gressive ideology depended too much on human goodness, and underesti
mated how evil humans could be. Many of these scholars left progressivism
and moved toward consensus history, bringing with them reservations about
the importance of social change and mass social movements. With these
Published by LOUIS,
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WWII-era reservations came questions. The consensus historians opposed
the image of progressives being champions of the masses. If they were not
champions, who where they? What did they accomplish, and why?12 Fol
lowing the consensus tradition of questioning, many other schools of his
torical thought began to review the reform era - its inequalities, its affects
on women’s rights, immigration, and party politics. Because Progressivism
was so big and diverse, historians no longer tiy to particularize and unify it to
one way of knowing.13 Instead, questions continue to be raised. Though it is
clear they can never be truly answered new questions and issues develop con
tinuously.

Conclusion
The progressives have created long running debates for people interested
in the pre-World War I years. Today, many debates center around ques
tioning whether the reformers did what they did out of a desire to “rescue
victims” from the “evil capitalism” out of a sense of Christian duty, or if
this large progressive movement was bent on social control, that in helping
the poor “urban masses” the reformers could maintain and strengthen their
particular ends. Robert Westbrook contends that although this treatment of
social control has produced many persuasive arguments, it overlooks the
individuals, like Lewis Hine, who were well aware of the “the ethical im
plications of paternal benevolence.”14 Evidence of his awareness can be
seen in his pictures. Hine’s sensitivity to the issues materializes in the way
he treats his photographic subjects. His photos are not snapshots of suffer
ing mass humanity, but an interaction between photographer and subject.
This allows the subjects to actively participate in controlling the way they
will be viewed by all who see the pictures. “As a consequence of his com
mitment to a democratic ethic and his resistance to benevolent paternal
ism,” Westbrook notes, “Hine’s photographs of workers not only opened
to view the difficult cii'cumstances of their lives but also revealed their
strength and solidarity.” His photographs make the observer part of the
struggle between worker and exploiter. “ We face not deadened boys and
girls, but are thrust instead into the midst of their deadening, a much more
painful prospect.”15
No matter how professionals debate issues of selfish motivations or
factors of social control, children were being exploited in coal mines, canneries,
textile factories, steel mills, nameless sweat shops, cotton fields and other
venues of work. Americans across the nation joined together, under the name
of the progressive reform movement, to make public opinion a fighting force
against what was happening to children and other politically voiceless people.
At least the reformers, whatever they were, did not ignore child labor while
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol29/iss1/4
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blindly living off of the comforts that it provided. The progressives chose to
expose and to combat this evil and nothing will ever take that away.
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